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SERMON. 


Philippians  iii.  20 :  "  Our  Conveesation  is  in  Heaven." 

The  word  conversation,  as  used  wlien  our  translation 
of  the  Bible  was  made,  and,  indeed,  almost  down  to 
our  own  time,  denotes,  not  merely  speech,  but  all  the 
relations  and  conduct  of  social  life.  The  Greek  word 
rendered  conversation  in  our  text  has  a  still  wider 
scope.  It  means  citizenship  ;  and  the  text  signifies, 
"  We  are  citizens  of  heaven." 

In  Oriental  fiction,  we  read  strange  tales  of  the 
sudden  transformation  of  beggars  into  princes  ;  and 
the  imagination  wearies  itself  in  the  vain  attempt  to 
conceive  of  the  new  and  surprising  consciousness 
with  which  they  must  enter  on  scenes  so  remote  from 
all  their  previous  habits  and  experience.  A  far  more 
wonderful  change  takes  place  from  time  to  time  in  our 
homes,  and  in  the  circles  of  our  familiar  intercourse, 
in  the  passage  of  a  soul  from  infirmity  and  agony 
into  the  repose  and  gladness  of  heaven.     What  an 
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amazing  transition,  from  harassing  and  corroding 
pains  to  absolute  fulness  of  joy ;  from  the  frailty  of  a 
worn-out  body  to  the  elastic  and  unslumbering  vigor 
of  the  spiritual  life  ;  from  the  imprisoning  walls  of 
the  death-chamber  to  the  freedom  of  the  universe ! 
One  by  one  have  our  friends  been  falling  off  from 
our  earthly  companionship  ;  and  the  busy  world  goes 
on,  and  hardly  marks  where  they  were  of  late,  yet 
have  ceased  to  be ;  the  waves  of  young  and  active 
life  close  up  over  their  vacant  places,  and  only  a  few 
bereaved  hearts  bear  them  in  long  remembrance. 
Meanwhile,  they  have  become  as  stars  in  the  upper 
firmament ;  shining  ever  on  in  calm  and  quiet  splen- 
dor, shedding  the  holiest  and  happiest  influences  over 
the  homes  and  hearts  made  desolate  by  their  depart- 
ure. It  is  to  our  relation,  as  fellow-citizens,  with 
them,  and  with  the  multitude,  which  none  can  num- 
ber, of  their  heavenly  kindred,  that  our  text  directs 
our  attention.  Let  us  view  this  thought  in  some  of 
its  more  obvious  aspects. 

It  is  the  wont  of  citizens  to  hold  in  constant  reve- 
rence the  founders  of  their  state  and  its  constitution  ; 
to  keep  fresh  and  green  the  memory  of  its  early  bene- 
factors ;  and  to  replenish  the  fountain  of  patriotic 
feeling  by  conversance  with  the  noble  examples  of 
public  service  and  sacrifice  which  its  history  brings 
to  view.     This  habit  of  mind  with  reference  to  the 


spiritual  commonwealth,  of  which  we  are  members 
through  Christ,  sustains  us  in  a  close  alliance  with  a 
higher  sphere  of  being  than  that  to  which  we  out- 
wardly belong.  Whatever  makes  this  life  happy  ; 
whatever  inspires  and  feeds  the  hope  of  a  better  life, 
if  there  be  in  us  "  any  virtue  or  any  praise,"  —  all  is 
connected  with  those  who  have  already  entered  into 
the  joy  of  their  Lord.  Our  religion  has  been  handed 
down  to  us  through  the  ministry  of  the  faithful  dead ; 
its  institutions  founded,  its  truths  established,  its 
records  illustrated,  its  worth  attested,  its  power  dif- 
fused, through  the  labor  and  self-denial  of  those  who 
long  since  attained  the  end  of  their  faith,  —  the  sal- 
vation of  their  souls.  Vanished  generations  of  the 
devout  and  loving  form  the  eminence  of  light  and 
privilege  on  which  we  stand.  The  tombs  of  the  pro- 
phets, the  sepulchre  of  Jesus,  the  graves  of  the 
apostles,  the  honored  dust  of  the  disciples  of  all  past 
times,  are  beneath  us,  and  constitute  the  ever-rising 
pile,  on  which  the  men  of  successive  ages  mount 
nearer  and  nearer  to  the  sky.  In  all  our  spiritual 
industry,  like  coral  insects,  we  build  upon  the  dead  of 
earlier  days.  Is  it  not  fitting,  then,  that  we  should 
ever  bear  within  us  the  consciousness  of  our  fellow- 
citizenship  with  those  that  have  gone  up  on  high ; 
that  we  should  perpetually  revert  to  them  for  maxims 
and  examples  of  holy  living ;    that  we  should  com- 
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mune  with  those  who  laid  the  foundations  of  the 
spiritual  temple  in  which  we  worship,  and,  above  all, 
with  the  Author  and  Finisher  of  our  faith,  "  that  is 
passed  into  the  heavens  "  ? 

The  thought  of  our  heavenly  citizenship  becomes 
more  impressive  when  we  descend  to  our  own  time. 
Of  those  to  whose  living  presence  we  have  been 
indebted  for  the  best  counsels,  the  holiest  influences, 
and  the  purest  examples  ;  of  those  to  whom  we  have 
looked  up  as  lights  and  guides,  and  to  whom  we  may 
trace  back  a  large  part  of  all  that  is  good  in  us,  and 
regret  that  we  received  no  more  from  their  fulness, 
—  how  many  have  entered  the  "  house  not  made  with 
hands  "  !  We  need  not  live  long  to  have  known  more 
of  worth  and  loveliness  in  heaven  than  we  are  still 
conversant  with  on  earth.  And  has  not  each  of  us, 
among  those  who  "  shine  as  the  brightness  of  the  fir- 
mament," some  particular  stars,  —  some  cherished 
names,  which  he  ought  to  recall  with  peculiar  grati- 
tude, as  of  those  whose  communion  was  among  his 
choicest  privileges ;  whose  action  upon  his  character 
was  always  heavenly  and  heaven-tending ;  whose 
intercourse  effected  more  than  aught  else  toward 
breaking  the  bonds  of  worldliness  and  sin,  and 
making  him  approve  and  seek  the  things  that  are 
excellent  ?  These  relations  —  which,  year  by  year, 
death  seems  to  divide,  though  it  ought  only  to  have 


lengthened,  not  broken,  the  cham  of  sympathy  — 
give  us  all,  whether  we  own  it  or  not,  a  deep  and 
paramount  interest  in  the  heavenly  society ;  thus 
making  us,  by  the  allotment  of  the  Divine  Providence, 
citizens  of  heaven,  whether  we  are  living  as  citizens 
or  as  aliens. 

But  who  of  us  is  there  that  has  not  even  more 
intimate  connections  with  heaven  ?  Who  that  has 
not  cherished  kindred  there  ?  There  are  the  parents 
who  walked  before  us  in  the  quiet  beauty  of  holiness, 
and  guided  our  &st  steps  in  the  Redeemer's  foot- 
marks. There  are  the  children,  left  to  our  nurture 
just  long  enough  to  draw  out  our  whole  power  of 
loving,  and  then,  "  lambs  untasked,  untried,"  trans- 
lated into  the  fold  of  the  Divine  Shepherd.  There 
are  the  brothers,  sisters,  friends,  who  have  passed 
from  mortal  sight  in  the  dew  of  their  youth,  in  the 
budding  beauty  of  their  loveliness,  in  the  rich  pro- 
mise of  spiritual  excellence,  leaving  on  the  hearts  of 
survivors  the  impress  of  virtues  that  seemed  destined 
to  gladden  a  larger  sphere,  and  to  irradiate  a  length- 
ened pilgrimage.  There  are  those,  still  more  ulti- 
mately ours,  in  bonds  which  God  has  ordained  to  be 
eternal,  and  who,  when  they  went,  seemed  to  carry 
more  than  half  our  own  life  with  them.  We  have 
seen  them  go  ;  and  some  of  them,  as  they  passed 
behind  the   veil,  have  almost   given   us   a   view   of 
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heaven.  We  have  beheld  in  their  dying  counte- 
nances, and  heard  in  their  last  adieus,  a  more  than 
earthly  serenity  and  gladness ;  our  own  sorrow  has 
been  checked  by  the  peace  of  God  that  settled  down 
upon  their  souls ;  and,  as  the  parting  breath  has  been 
exhaled  from  the  feeble  frame,  we  have  felt  that  we 
could  mark  the  track  of  the  spirit's  flight,  so  well 
have  we  known  whither  they  had  gone,  and  known 
the  way.  Should  it  not  be  an  ever-living  fact  in 
our  consciousness,  that  those  who  have  stood  in 
the  nearest  relations  to  us,  have  not,  in  going 
beyond  our  sight,  passed  out  of  being,  have  not 
ceased  to  love  us,  have  not  lost  their  sympathy  with 
us,  and  yet,  in  an  inconceivably  happy  state,  are 
moving  rapidly  onward  in  knowledge,  power,  and 
holiness  ]  Is  not  our  connection  with  them  an  essen- 
tial feature  of  our  position  as  spiritual  beings "?  Is  it 
not  one  of  the  strongest  motives  which  God  has  set 
before  us  to  spirituality  and  heavenly-mindedness  1 

I  have  spoken  of  the  departed  as  inseparably  con- 
nected with  us.  The  Scriptures  suffer  us  not  to 
believe  that  we  can  live  apart  from  the  heavenly 
society,  even  if  such  be  our  desire  and  preference. 
We  are  compassed  about  with  an  innumerable  "  cloud 
of  witnesses."  The  spiritual  world  lies  not  afar  off, 
among  the  stars,  but  unspeakably  near.  More  of  the 
dead  than  of  the  living  are  with  us.     Their  presence 
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we  cannot  evade.  They  behold  our  worldliness, 
deprecate  our  frivohty,  pity  our  sm ;  they  rejoice  in 
our  progress,  second  our  prayers  by  their  pure  inter- 
cessions, float  our  praise  on  the  breath  of  their  song. 
When  we  were  born  into  this  outward  world,  we  were 
born  immortal  spirits,  members  of  the  great  spiritual 
family,  with  the  powers  of  the  world  to  come  attach- 
ing a  momentous  interest  to  the  first  unfolding  of  our 
moral  natures,  and  to  their  every  subsequent  direction 
for  good  or  for  evil.  Our  citizenship  is  in  the  vast 
republic  of  living  souls.  At  every  moment  we  occupy 
relations,  more  or  less  congenial,  with  the  unseen 
kindred  who  sui'vey  our  path,  and  stand  ready  to  aid 
our  onward  movement.  At  every  moment  of  our 
moral  being,  we  may  give  joy  m  heaven.  As,  when 
we  lift  a  finger,  we  move  the  stars ;  so  every  moral 
decision  and  act  is  felt,  in  its  gravitation  toward  the 
earthly  or  the  heavenly  sphere,  through  the  ranks  of 
the  redeemed,  whom  it  is  always  in  our  power  to 
draw  into  nearer  sympathy,  or  to  repel  from  our  inti- 
mate communion. 

But  the  most  solemn  consideration  of  all  is  our  own 
nearness,  our  rapid  approach,  to  the  time  when  we, 
too,  must  put  off  this  mortal  tabernacle.  Here  are 
gates  of  death  opening  all  around  us,  not  only  for 
the  feeble  and  the  seemingly  grave-bound,  but  for  the 
strong  man  in  his  prime,  for  the  mother  as  she  looks 
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on  her  new-boni  infant,  for  the  youth  and  the  maiden 
in  the  flush  of  joyousness  and  hope.  In  the  annual 
rounds  of  Death,  we  cannot  mark  the  doors  where  he 
shall  enter.  He  passes  those  that  wait  for  him  and 
pray  for  his  advent,  and  knocks  where  there  is  no 
thought  of  his  coming.  Often  no  messenger  heralds 
his  approach ;  no  certain  tokens  tell  that  he  is  near. 
Our  fellow-pilgrims  fall  unwarned  at  our  side ;  and, 
when  we  look  for  light,  there  is  darkness  and  the  sha- 
dow of  death.  Meanwhile,  there  opens  above  us  this 
glorious  sphere  of  being ;  this  company  of  the  wise 
and  good  of  all  times  and  lands  ;  this  home  of  immea- 
surable joy ;  this  abode  where  night  and  suffering, 
sorrow  and  death,  are  no  more  ;  this  blooming-place 
of  every  pure  hope  and  worthy  desire  that  began  to 
bud  on  earth.  To  this  life  of  the  redeemed,  we  know 
but  one  path,  —  that  which  our  Saviour  trod  in  pain 
and  weariness,  but  on  which  he  has  made  the  rough 
places  smooth,  and  the  crooked  straight,  and  planted 
instead  of  the  thorn  the  fir-tree,  and  instead  of  the 
brier  the  myrtle.  We  are,  then,  as  to  our  most 
urgent  and  momentous  interests,  even  now  citizens  of 
heaven.  This  is  our  calling,  whether  we  are  true  or 
false  to  it.  In  the  sight  of  God,  our  position  as  loyal 
or  recreant  citizens  of  the  spiritual  republic  as  far 
transcends  in  importance  all  the  features  of  this  tran- 
sient life  as  the  heavens  are  higher  than  the  earth. 


11 

He  sees  us  to  be  happy  or  wretched,  he  regards  us 
with  complacency  or  with  pity,  solely  as  we  aspire 
with  love  and  longing  toward  the  city  of  which  he 
has  offered  us  the  freedom,  or  cling  to  such  pursuits 
and  joys  as  cannot  enter  there. 

Our  only  adequate  consolation  for  those  who  have 
fallen  asleep  in  Jesus  must  flow  from  our  preparation 
to  join  them  as  citizens  of  heaven.  The  most  bitter 
grief  that  we  can  feel  in  their  departure  springs  from 
our  conscious  remoteness  from  the  home  whither 
they  have  gone.  But  this  remoteness  is  of  our  own 
choice.  There  is  no  great  gulf  between  the  dead  and 
the  living,  unless  we  dig  one  for  ourselves.  The 
mutual  nearness  of  the  two  worlds  need  not  remain  a 
mere  fancy,  or  an  article  of  speculative  belief,  but 
may  enter  into  our  heart-faith,  and  blend  with  all 
that  is  rich  and  deep  in  our  spiritual  experience. 
We  may  dwell  in  unbroken  sympathy  and  union  with 
those  whom  the  curtain  of  death  veils  from  the  bodily 
eye,  if  we  will  only  keep  our  end  of  the  chain  bright, 
—  if  we  will  cultivate  the  tastes  and  joys  that  live 
through  death.  Let  us,  then,  move  ever  onward, 
ever  upward,  on  the  path  in  which  they  walk  in 
brightness  behind  the  veil.  Let  us  give  all  diligence 
to  grow  in  grace ;  for,  with  every  added  trait  and 
new  development  of  the  Christian  life,  we  gain  a 
higher  point  of  view,  from  which  heaven  looks  nearer. 
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Blessed  be  God,  that  in  the  word  and  works,  in  the 
resurrection  and  ascension,  of  the  Lord  Jesus,  he  has 
brought  the  abode  of  the  redeemed  within  our  earthly 
horizon,  and  placed  it  within  the  near  view  of  those, 
who,  by  the  appointment  of  his  bereaving  providence, 
must  here  lead  a  divided  life  !  But  we  have  this 
revelation  not  in  the  written  word  alone  :  it  is  re- 
hearsed anew  in  the  death-scenes  which  it  illumines 
and  hallows.  Nowhere  do  I  feel  so  sure  that  there 
is  a .  higher  life,  and  that  death  is  but  the  spirit's 
second  birth,  •  as  when  I  stand  by  the  frame  from 
which  life  is  receding,  and  behold  the  peace  which 
thoughts  of  heaven  can  breathe  into  the  soul,  till  it 
overflows  in  luminous  rays  on  the  wan  countenance, 
and  in  calm  and  trustful  utterances  from  the  lips  so 
soon  to  be  closed  in  eternal  silence.  I  want  no 
stronger  proof  of  the  divine  origin  and  efficacy  of  the 
Christian  s  hope  than  I  can  read  in  the  tranquil  and 
cheerful  departure  of  one  whose  days  on  earth  have 
been  neither  clouded  by  frequent  disappointment  and 
sorrow,  nor  lengthened  out  to  weariness  under  the 
deepening  shadows  of  old  age.  I  know  that  Almighty 
Love  alone  can  break  the  hold  on  a  happy  and  pro- 
sperous life,  and  can  make  the  spirit  willing  to  leave  it 
for  unknown  scenes  and  untried  experiences.  But  if 
those  who  are  called  from  our  homes  thus  consent, 
nay,   rejoice,  to   go,   shall  we  remain  unreconciled  ? 
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Not  if  we  feel,  as  we  believe,  that  their  death  is  but 
living  on  where  translated  kindred  ah'eady  prepare 
the  welcome  for  them. ;  where  they,  in  their  turn, 
may  soon  welcome  those  whom  they  leave  behind; 
where  the  household,  once  united,  is  no  more  dis- 
solved for  ever. 

Such  have  been  the  consolations  that  have  been 
blended  with  the  grief  whose  new  burden  rests  hea- 
vily on  many  hearts  in  this  sanctuary.  The  life 
whose  benignant  ministries  have  made  so  many  happy 
was  not  of  earth  alone,  nor  has  it  felt  the  gloom  of 
the  death-shadow.  It  was  a  life  which  culminated  as 
it  seemed  to  decline,  and  neared  its  meridian  in  a 
higher  sphere  as  it  approached  its  earthly  horizon ; 
so  that,  in  the  evening-time,  there  was  more  than 
noonday  radiance.  It  would  seem,  too,  that  the  clear 
and  elastic  consciousness  of  immortality  merged  all 
thought  of  dying ;  so  that,  while  from  an  early  period 
the  approach  of  dissolution  was  fully  known,  and 
every  stage  of  decline  distinctly  marked,  there  was  a 
sight-like  faith,  a  hope  more  than  prophetic,  which 
bridged  with  beams  of  massive  light  the  passage 
between  world  and  world,  making  of  the  two  but  the 
outer  court  and  the  inner  guest-chamber  of  the  one 
house  of  God. 

We  come  hither  to  thank  God  for  a  life  whose 
conversation  was  in  heaven,  and  which  drew  thence 
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strength  and  beauty,  energy  for  the  unresting  work  of 
love,  fortitude  and  sweet  serenity  under  trial  and 
sorrow,  graces  of  spirit,  and  beatitudes  of  character 
and  influence,  which  the  ear  that  heard  blessed,  to 
which  the  eye  that  saw  bore  witness.  We  thank 
him,  too,  not  as  for  a  finished  course,  a  sealed  testi- 
mony, a  volume  written  through,  but  for  a  spirit  ours 
none  the  less  because  it  is  more  intimately  heaven's ; 
for  a  communion  whose  breathings  shall  still  pass  and 
repass  between  the  home  on  earth  and  the  home  on 
high,  till  all  that  come  to-day  with  bowed  and  chas- 
tened yet  with  believing  and  trusting  hearts  to  the 
altar  shall  be  gathered,  with  those  who  have  gone 
before,  in  the  mansion  made  ready  for  them  by 
redeeming  love. 


"  There,  in  the  soft  and  beautiful  belief, 
Flows  the  true  Lethe  for  the  lips  of  Grief; 
There  Penury,  Hunger,  Misery,  cast  their  eyes,  — 
How  soon  the  bright  republic  of  the  skies ! 
There  Love,  heart-brolsen,  sees  prepared  the  bower. 
And  hears  the  bridal  step,  and  waits  the  nuptial  hour; 
There  smiles  the  mother  we  have  wept ;  there  bloom 
Again  the  buds  asleep  within  the  tomb ; 
There,  o'er  bright  gates  inscribed  "  No  moee  to  I'Aet," 
Soul  springs  to  soul,  and  heart  unites  to  heart." 


